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Relevance theory pays close attention to communication and cognition; it 
develops on account of the following points: context, context of utterance and sorts of 
implication which enable the audience to make different interpretations of utterances. 
However, in the actual process of understanding and communication, communicators 
only apply a single and general maxim which is forceful enough for them to 
determine an only possible interpretation from a complex of assumptions during the 
understanding process, this maxim is relevance. Relevance theory defines translation 
as an intralingual or interlingual ostensive-inferential activity; as a communicational 
activity, translation still relies on relevance rather than maxims or rules.  
This thesis attempts to study English-Chinese translation of descriptive and 
narrative texts from the perspective of context as defined in relevance theory. Our 
major findings are: the source language text is dynamic, it is a platform where all 
kinds of communicational activities are ongoing; both the process of understanding 
the source language text and the process of translating are dynamic; translation is not 
something that must obey certain rules, in concrete translation process, we follow the 
principle of relevance unconsciously, that is, the way we understand the world.  
Based on our study, we can realize that language differences are only one of the 
barriers that stand in the way of communication across languages; the other，and 
sometimes more formidable, barrier is difference in contextual background 
knowledge.Therefore, we obtain from our analysis the three kinds of rules of applying 
relevance context in translation: ① selecting the meanings of words according to 
relevance context. Every word has not only direct, surface and dictionary meaning, 
but also connotative, emotional and associative meaning. Translators should find out 
the optimal relevance from the original communicator’s ostensive acts, and then 
transmits this relevance to the receptor by selecting the meanings of words according 
to relevance context. ②  Following average logical sense. On the stage of 
re-expression in the translation process, because of the language and cultural 














however, there are both objective and subjective difficulties. One of such theoretical 
references to guide the translator is relevance principle, that is, follow average logical 
sense. ③ Reconstructing the relevance. The original writer of the source language 
text knows clearly what he writes about will activate in the reader’s mind the relevant 
cognitive scripts. Accordingly, translators should make full use of the common 
cognitive scripts of the target language, because of the extreme differences between 
the source language and the target language, in order to find out and reconstruct the 
lost relevance. 
Although this thesis has its own creative viewpoints, it has its own limitation too, 
such as the types of texts selected are limited; the objects studied are restricted within 
words and sentences. Therefore, a future study of translation should be made to 
enlarge the scope of study, and emphasis should be put on the whole text rather than 
separated words and sentences.   
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    Relevance theory is one of the most influential theories developed within the 
field of study called “pragmatics”. Research on relevance theory in our country can be 
traced back to 1980s. Relevance theory is particularly attractive for two reasons: 
firstly, from the point of view of theory construction, the general framework of 
relevance theory provides most of the concepts and theoretical tools needed for the 
study of translation. It can be said that many rules, principles as well as guidelines of 
translation are in fact applications of the principle of relevance, therefore, it can be 
argued that all the aspects of translation are surveyed in terms of the interaction of 
context, stimuli and interpretation through the principle of relevance which is a 
universal principle believed to represent the cognitive as well as the psychological 
characteristics of human beings. Secondly, from the practitioner’s point of view, an 
important breakthrough achieved by relevance theory is that it allows the translator to 
understand and deal with the specifics of translation under the guidance derived from 
the search for optimal relevance. Overall, the relevance-theoretical account of 
translation has the following major points: first, in historical perspective, it seems that 
the relevance-theoretical account of translation has brought us a very significant step 
closer to the understanding of the essence of translation. Despite of the longstanding 
skepticism in translation circles about the possibility of ever being able to define 
translation, relevance theory has made it possible to propose a simple and explicit 
definition--- translation is an intralingual or interlingual ostensive-inferential activity. 
Second, the relevance-theoretical account of translation is empirical, rooted firmly in 
cognitive psychology. It helps to understand why earlier attempts at developing an 
explicit theory of translation have kept running into serious difficulties—mainly 
because of some inherent weakness of the code-model. Third, translators are usually 
concerned about the communicational results of their translation activities, the 
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time what they may or may not be able to achieve by facilitating the translator’s 
understanding of the cause-effect relations among context, original thoughts of the 
source language text, translation activities as well as the interpretations arrived at by 
the target language audience. 
   Context defined in the relevance theory is dynamic; in general, it includes 
encyclopedic information, lexical information as well as logical information. It is both 
the premise and also the result of inference during communication, in essence it is the 
cognitive environment of communicators—the way people understand the world. 
During communication, the already existed contextual information of communicators 
gets enriched and enlarged through the process of dealing with new information, and 
this kind of enriched as well as enlarged contextual information in turn becomes the 
basis for further inference which renders contextual effects.  
   Context defined in relevance theory is greatly distinct from traditional concepts 
about context which is considered as to be static, definite, fixed as well as at the level 
of words and sentences. It is not an easy task for the translator to take into 
consideration almost all the possible cognitive activities of the writer of the source 
language text, characters appearing in the source language text as well as of the 
audience of the translated text. However, it is the only effective way to make full use 
of the dynamic context to interpret the writer’s intentions accurately as well as to meet 
the audience’s expectations. 
    Descriptive and narrative texts are the most frequently used type of texts which 
are characterized by linguistic complexity and stylistic variety; therefore, they provide 
us with abundant material for studying the complex process of translation. This thesis 
attempts to reveal how context as defined in relevance theory functions in the 
English-Chinese translation of the descriptive and narrative texts, thereupon then to 
generate the three kinds of rules for applying relevance context in translation: ① 
selecting the meanings of words according to relevance context. ② Following 
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Chapter 1 Relevance Theory and Translation 
 
 In this chapter, we will provide a brief introduction to the theoretical background 
of relevance theory, as well as its main concepts. Discussions about relevance theory 
help to explain the phenomenon of translation. Chapter 1 is presented with a view to 
laying a foundation for further discussions about relevance theory at translation.  
 
1.1 Fundamental Concepts and Methods of Relevance 
Theory 
   
Relevance 
According to Sperber and Wilson, communication is intention–directed, the 
crucial question for a successful communication is: how do hearers manage to select 
the actual, speaker–intended assumptions from among all the assumptions they could 
use from their cognitive environment? Communication can require the use of quite 
specific assumptions, and misunderstanding is likely to arise when wrong 
assumptions are used. 
“The first consideration that needs to be taken into account here is that not all the 
assumptions available from the potential context are equally accessible at any given 
point in time. For example, as we are talking about this relevance theory, information 
that you have acquired about communication and the problem of context selection 
will most likely be much more accessible to you than information about who was 
present at your tenth birthday party. It might take some hard thinking to recall that 
information at this moment. Yet on another occasion, perhaps when you are 
reminiscing with a former classmate about the ‘olden days’, information that you have 
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easily accessible, and it might require more effort at that point to recall what different 
people have said about context selection.”(Gutt, 2004: 27)  
This means that the different degrees of accessibility of contextual assumptions 
make themselves felt by the amount of effort their retrieval requires in a particular act 
of communication. This sensitivity to processing effort is one of the crucial factors 
that make inferential communication possible: It seems that communication, no doubt 
like many other human activities, is determined by the desire for optimization of 
resources, and one aspect of optimization is to keep the effort spent to a minimum. 
Applied to context selection, this means that the hearer will naturally start out with 
those contextual assumptions that are most easily accessible to them. Thus by its 
effect on the accessibility of assumptions, the organization of memory provides the 
basis for a very effective constraint on the selection of context, given the general 
principle that people will try to spend as little processing effort on supplying 
contextual information as possible. Here, this constraint is a perfectly general one—it 
makes no reference to the kind of contextual assumptions involved, whether they are 
cultural or derived from an earlier part of the text or whatever. The other aspect of 
optimization is that of obtaining benefits. Relevance theory assumes that human 
beings have a natural interest in improving their understanding of the world around 
them, this understanding consists of the assumptions about the world which they have 
stored in memory. Hence they expect that effort spent in comprehension will in some 
way modify the contextual assumptions they brought to the communication act. (Gutt, 
2004: 28)  
Sperber and Wilson define the notion of relevance first like this, “An assumption 
is relevant in a context if and only if it has some contextual effect in that 
context.”(Sperber and Wilson, 1986a: 122) But relevance is also a comparative 
concept. Some assumptions may be more relevant than others. What is more, the 
assessment of relevance, like the assessment of productivity, is a matter of balancing 
output against input. It does not only depend on the effect produced by it but also on 
the effort required to process it. (胡壮麟, 2001: 263) So they have improved on the 
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